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CANADA'S ABORIGINAL PEOPLES 


Indians 


Canada's first inhabitants crossed the Bering Strait from Asia. 
By the time the Americas were discovered by Europeans, this 
Indian population had developed cultures and linguistic groups 
that varied as widely as the terrain that was now their home. 
The Indians of the wide prairie interior led a nomadic 
existence suited to the requirements of hunting the migratory 
buffalo. The bounty of the sea, on the other hand, allowed the 
Pacific Coast Indians to establish permanent villages where 
they had the leisure to become expert in the carving of cedar 
and stone. Equally distinct were the cultures of the Woodland 
people, the tribes of the British Columbia interior plateau, 
the farming tribes of southern Ontario, and the hunters of the 
southern barren lands. 


What all of these cultures shared, however, was a deep 
spiritual relationship with the land and the life forms it 
supported. 


Contact with Europeans grew over a long period of time from the 
first Norse seamen through successive waves of other European 
fishermen. In addition to fishing, these expeditions engaged 
in trade and bartering for furs with the Woodland Indians of 
the Maritimes. Eventually, as fur products gained favour in 
Europe, the fur trade intensified and led to the founding of 
permanent settlements at Quebec and Louisburg. From that point 
on, virtually no aspect of Indian life remained untouched by 
contact with Europeans. The repercussions of the fur trade and 
the devastating effect of new diseases had an enormous impact 
on the spiritual and material well-being of the Indians. 
Indeed, some historians have estimated that within a 200-year 
period, Indian populations were reduced by 95 per cent. 


At the conclusion of the Seven Years' War ending French rule in 
Canada, the articles of capitulation stated that the former 
Indian allies of the French should be neither penalized nor 
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disturbed in their possession of lands. Three years later, in 
the Royal Proclamation of 1763 setting out the boundaries of 
the newly-acquired province of Quebec and those of the American 
colonies, Indian rights were more clearly defined. The 
proclamation specifically declared a huge area of the country 
to be "Indian territory" so that purchases or settlements of 
that land were forbidden without special leave from the Crown. 
Thereafter, it was accepted policy that while title to the land 
mass of Canada was vested in the Crown, aboriginal peoples had 
a right to use and occupy the land. No settlement of land 
could be undertaken, therefore, until the Indian rights had 
been surrendered in negotiation between the Crown and 
aboriginal occupants. 


Following this, treaties initiated by European settlers were 
entered into by the Crown and various groups of Indians in 
order to clear lands of Indian title. Initially, lump sum cash 
payments were made for these land surrenders; eventually, 
however, the Crown undertook to set aside reserves and provide 
benefits to those surrendering title. 


The year 1830 is generally considered the beginning of an 
ordered system of Indian administration in Canada. From that 
date, Indian settlement on reserves began under government 
guardianship. There followed various experiments in 
acculturation, the passage in Upper and Lower Canada of acts to 
protect Indians and their lands, and the negotiation of 
additional treaties for the surrender of Indian lands desired 
by Che government for settlements purposes. wines ternealreauy 
Indians, still in usage today, refers to the descendants of 
persons who signed such treaties. 


By 1876, the Canadian Parliament passed its first consolidated 
Indian Act... It was about this time that, thesedistinctwon 
between status and non-status Indians was formulated. Status 
Indians were and are those registered with the federal 
government as Indians according to the terms of the Indian 
Act. Non-status Indians are native people who identify 
themselves as Indians, but are not registered for the purposes 
of the Indian Act. 


A key provision of the 1876 act was "enfranchisement", a 

concept that had been a feature of a previous act and one that 
reflected the government-of-the-day's desire to assimilate 
Canada's Indian population. Enfranchisement was a process 
whereby an Indian person gave up Indian status for a variety of 
reasons. Indeed, a 1933 amendment compelled enfranchisement 

for those Indians meeting the qualifications set out in the act. 


Important changes made to the Indian Act on June 28, 1985 have 
eliminated all forms of enfranchisement. Persons who were 
enfranchised, and their children, are now eligible to be 
registered as persons with status within the meaning of the Act. 


In addition, discrimination on the basis of sex and marital 
status is no longer permitted. By the 1985 amendment, Canada's 
Indian Act has been brought into accord with the provisions of 
the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms assuring equality 
of treatment to men and women. As a consequence, women and 
children who had status and band membership and lost it because 
of sexual discrimination are now eligible to have both 
restored; the children of those entitled to the restoration of 
rights are eligible to be registered as well. 


An additional amendment gives Indian bands a statutory right to 
determine band membership. 


Métis 


The Métis, who are not registered as Indians under the Indian 
Dete~moaLles descendantss ot Buropean fur, traders, and aboriginal 
women. The Métis were most prominent on the Prairies where 
they developed a lifestyle that combined the hunting traditions 
of nomadic Indians with the more settled ways of European 
newcomers. Over the years they played a major role in the 
development of Canada's West. 


There is no universally accepted definition of the term Métis, 
but rather two differing approaches to definition. According 
to one approach, all persons who are of mixed aboriginal and 
non-aboriginal ancestry, and who identify themselves as Métis, 
may be considered as Métis, regardless of where they or their 
ancestors resided in Canada. 


The other approach describes as Métis those persons whose 
ancestors inhabited western and northern Canada and received 
land grants and/or scrip, and other persons of aboriginal 
ancestry who identify themselves as Métis and are recognized as 
Métis by the Métis community. 


Inuit 


The ancestors of the Inuit are said to have crossed the Bering 
Strait over 15,000 years ago. For generations they existed 
entirely from their surroundings, living according to nature §s 
schedules and the migratory habits of wildlife. 


Inuit culture, as a whole, existed in isolation from European 
contact until the middle of the 19th century. Over the next 
hundred years, whalers, fur traders, missionaries and the 
military all had an effect on the Inuit's traditional 
lifestyle. By the early 1950s, the federal government sought 
to act upon a 1939 Supreme Court ruling that its power to make 
laws with respect to "Indians, and Lands reserved for the 
Indians" extended to the Inuit as well. 


In order to deliver services to the Inuit, the federal 
government established health centres and schools at many 
existing trading posts in the North. Through the 1950s and 
60s, 700 or more groups of Inuit relocated into 40 permanent 
settlements. Life in the settlements, however, led to a 
partial abandonment of their traditional ways of living. As a 
result, the original hunting and trapping economy gave way to a 
mixed economy that was comprised of a hunting and trapping base 
supplemented by social assistance and wages. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC AND CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 


Aboriginal ancestry was reported by almost half a million 
Canadians in the 1981 Census. Within this larger group, which 
is about two per cent of the total population, one can identify 
status Indians, non-status Indians, the Métis and the Inuit. 


According to Statistics Canada and Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada (INAC) sources, the growth rate of this population 
between 1971 and 1981 was higher than that of the total 
Canadian population, and is expected to be so until the next 
decade. A factor that will influence the growth of the status 
Indian population is the June 28, 1985 passage of Bill C-3l, 
which removed discriminatory sections from the Indian Act. 
Re-instatement and first-time registration provisions will 
affect not only numbers but also the age-sex and the 
on/off-reserve location distribution of this population. 


Canada's aboriginal peoples are not homogeneous. Among Canadian 
Indians there are 10 major linguistic groups, comprising some 
58 dialects, who live within six recognized cultural regions. 
It should be noted that there is not an exact correlation 
between the cultural regions and these linguistic groups. Of 
the 10 major linguistic families, the 1981 Census reported that 
the Algonkian languages were the most commonly spoken native 
Indian languages. The Inuit, a quite distinct people, speak 
Inuktitut and related dialects. 


The statistics that follow are from the 1981 Census, except 
where indicated.! It should be acknowledged, however, that 
aboriginal associations in Canada have serious concerns about 
the 1981 Census and its results. 


I Statistics Canada. Canada's Native People. Ottawa: June, 
1984. Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, 
Research Division. A more recent census was undertaken in June 
1986. Initial information from this is expected to be made 
DUDIaCcm later OS /{mmeAtethestime of publication, however, 
only the 1981 Census figures were available. 


Status Indians 


Population 
The 1981 Census placed the status Indian population at 
292,705. More recent projections from INAC for 1986 
place the total at 374,200 or 1.5 per cent of the 
total Canadian population. 


Location 
According to the 1981 Census, the largest Bi: 
concentrations of status Indians were in the Prairies, 
British Columbia, Ontario and Quebec. Close to 
one-fifth of status Indians are said to live in major 
urban areas of 100,000 or more persons. 


In 1982, according to INAC sources, there were 2,252 
Indian reserves divided among 577 Indian bands. 

Almost one-third of Indian bands were geographically 
classified as urban, while one quarter were located in 
remote or special access zones; the remainder were 
classified as rural. Almost half the population 
lived in bands numbering less than 1,000 persons. 


Language 
A native language was reported as the mother tongue of 
46.6 per cent of status Indians on reserves. Of the 
remainder, 46.4 per cent reported English as their 
first language while 1.8 reported French. 


Of status Indians living off-reserve, 18 per cent 
reported a native language as their mother tongue. 
English was cited as the first language of 71.9 per 
cent; 4.6 per cent reported French. 


Fourteen per cent of all native people spoke a 
language at home that was not their mother tongue. 
Those with a native mother tongue were most likely to 
adopt another language. 


Non-Status Indians 


Population 


In the 1981 Census, 75,110 persons identified 
themselves as non-status Indians. 


Location 
Largest concentrations were in Ontario (34.7 per 
cent), British Columbia (25.4 per cent), the Prairies 
(24.7 per cent), and Quebec (7.7 per cent). Seventy 


per cent of this population reported residence in an 
urban area. 


Language 
A native language was reported as the mother tongue of 
9.5 per cent of the non-status Indian population. Of 
the remainder, 79.5 per cent claimed English while 6.6 
per cent claimed French. 


Métis 
Population 
In the 1981 Census, 98,260 individuals identified 
themselves as Métis. 
Location 
Fully two-thirds lived in the prairie provinces (66.2 
per cent). The next highest concentration was in 
Ontario (12.9 per cent). An urban area was reported 
as the home of 60 per cent of Métis. 
Language 
A native language was reported as the mother tongue of 
13.9 per cent of this population. Of the remainder, 
75 per cent claimed English and 8.9 per cent claimed 
French. 
Inuit 
Population 


The 1981 Census identified 25,390 individuals as 
Inuit; a more recent projection from INAC placed the 
EQtals tore Lub Seat 2c, 000. 
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Location 
Largest concentrations were in the Northwest 
Territories (63 per cent) and Northern Quebec (19.2 
per cent). Inuit communities are situated mainly in 
the Mackenzie Delta, along the Mainland Coast of the 
Northwest Territories, along the shores of Hudson and 
Ungava Bays, and in settlements on the Arctic islands. 


Language 
Inuktitut was claimed as the native language of 73.8 
per cent of the Inuit. Of the remainder, 24.2 per 
cent claimed English as their first language while 0.9 
per cent claimed French. The Inuit are the most likely 
of all aboriginal people to use a native language in 
the home. 


General: 


The average number of children for ever-married aboriginal 
women was 3.8, considerably higher than the 2.5 for other 
ever-married women. The aboriginal groups with the highest 
fertility rates were status Indians on reserves, with an 
average of 4.8 children, and the Inuit with 4.6 children. 


Because aboriginal people have more children, and because 
their current life expectancy is lower than for other 
Canadians, young people make up a much larger proportion of the 
aboriginal population. As a consequence, this population is 
experiencing higher dependency ratios than the total population 
of Canada. 


The infant mortality rate for status Indians and Inuit was 
16 per 1,000 live births in 1981, compared with eight in the 
non-aboriginal population. 


The average Indian age of death was still well below that 
of the total Canadian population, 45 as opposed to 65 for 
males, and 48 as opposed to 71 for females. 


Om 
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS 


The 1981 Census collected valuable information on the 
socio-economic conditions of Canada's aboriginal peoples. This 
data, combined with additional material from INAC and other 
federal departments, provides statistical evidence of the 
relatively poor socio-economic conditions of many aboriginal 
people compared with other Canadians. 


Education 


Comparison of data on educational attainment between the 
aboriginal and reference populations! should be considered in 
the light of their age distribution profiles. A much larger 
proportion of the aboriginal population is of school age and, 
consequently, future figures may show a marked improvement. 


According to INAC customized data based on the 1981 Census of 
Canada, only 26 per cent of status Indians 15 years and older 
had completed high school or gone beyond it compared with 52 
per cent of the reference population. While almost the same 
proportion of those in their major wage-earning years (25 to 
64) in both populations claimed to have reached the 9 to 13 
grade level, 57 per cent of the reference population had 
progressed past this level as opposed to only 32 per cent of 
status Indians. 


Additional census data reveals that this disparity in 
attainment levels between status Indians and the reference 
population was owing to the unfavorable experience of 
on-reserve Indians who, with the Inuit, had less formal 
education than other aboriginal groups. Both numerically and 
proportionally, high school completion was more common among 
Indians off-reserve than on-reserve. Non-status Indians, on 
the other hand, had the lowest proportion with low levels of 
attainment and the highest proportion with university degrees. 


I"The reference population" is a term employed by 
statisticians; in this material it refers to all Canadians 
minus registered (status) Indians. 
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For all aboriginal groups, there were more people who had not 
gone beyond Grade 5 than there were people who had completed 
university. 


Employment 


Employment patterns are an important indicator of social and 
economic well-being. The data on labour force activity 
reflects a significantly disadvantaged situation for Canada's 
aboriginal peoples. 


For instance, the overall participation rate for status Indians 
(46 per cent) was 19 per cent lower than that of the reference 
population (65 per cent). And, once again, the picture was 
brighter for Indians living off-reserve than for their 
on-reserve counterparts. 


Unemployment rates also provided evidence that joblessness was 
a more serious problem for the aboriginal population than for 
Canadians generally. The unemployment rate for male and female 
status Indians 15 years old and over was two-and-a-half times 
that of the reference population. 


Because participation and unemployment rates are not entirely 
appropriate indicators for Indians living on-reserve, an 
employment rate has been developed that identifies the 
proportion of individuals in the population 15 years of age and 
older who are employed. This measure revealed that only 38 per 
cent of status Indians were employed compared with 60 per cent 
of the reference population. The greatest disparity between 
the two groups was found among persons 15-25 years old where 
the Indian employment rate (29 per cent) was only half that of 
other Canadians (57 per cent). 


While participation rates for Métis and non-status Indians 
appear to be higher than for their registered counterparts, 
other employment characteristics are common to both groups. 
Aboriginal people are twice as likely as other Canadians to be 
seasonally employed with the great majority of occupations 
being of the general labour or service industries varieties. 


Income 


In 1980, aboriginal incomes were approximately two-thirds of 
the non-aboriginal average: $8,600 versus $13,100. Non-status 
Indians had the highest incomes at $9,900, followed by the 
Métis ($9,500), off-reserve status Indians ($8,800), the Inuit 
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($8,300), and on-reserve status Indians ($7,100). Because the 
average 1980 employment incomes of full-time, full-year 
aboriginal workers were approximately four-fifths of that 
received by other Canadians, it may be concluded that part of 
the difference in total incomes reflects the lower rate of 
full-time, full-year work among aboriginal people. 


These low income levels, coupled with high levels of 
unemployment and higher dependency ratios resulted in a per 
capita income for aboriginal people that was substantially 
lower thantthat of other Canadians.  In-1980, 78 per cent of 
status Indians lived in economic families where the average 
income per person was less than $5,000; this compares with 

5 per cent for other Canadians. More than 26 per cent of 
registered Indians over 15 had no personal income in 1980 
compared with less than 15 per cent of the reference population. 


Factors that may have influenced the employment opportunities 
and thus the earning capacities of the aboriginal population 
are educational levels, proximity to places of employment, 
access to employment information, discrimination, health, and 
availability of transportation. While there are no data on 
most of these factors, it is likely that they would have had a 
disproportionately large impact on the aboriginal population. 


It should of course be noted that for those aboriginal people 
who pursue traditional ways of life in addition to working for 
wages, income-in-kind may be a more important factor than is 
generally the case for other Canadians. This type of 
compensation is not, however, reflected in the income 
statistics. 


Government Transfers 


The high use of government transfers by aboriginal people is 
indicative of the generally poor economic and employment 
prospects that they face. 


The proportion of aboriginal income in the form of government 
transfer payments, such as Family Allowance, Old Age Security, 
Guaranteed Income Supplement, Unemployment Insurance, and cash 
welfare payments was double that for other Canadians. One 
third of status Indians who had income in 1980 cited such 
transfers as their major source of personal income, compared 
with less than one-fifth of other Canadians. Taking into 
account those Indians over 15 who had no income in that year, 


los 


51 per cent of all status Indians over 15 either had no income 
or identified government transfers as their major single source 
of income. This compared with 28 per cent for other 

Canadians. Among status Indians this situation was found to be 
the case to a significantly greater extent for those living 
on-reserve. 


Data on non-status Indians convey a different picture: 
non-status Indians obtain a larger share of their income from 
wages and salaries than do any other aboriginal group. 


Housing 


The 1981 Census revealed that while aboriginal people were more 
likely than other Canadians to live in single houses, they were 
less likely to own them. Furthermore, the quality of these 
houses was generally inferior to the housing stock that 
accommodated the reference population. 


For instance, while 1 in 15 non-aboriginal homes required major 
repairs, the proportion for aboriginal homes generally was 1 in 
6. For status Indians on reserves, the proportion rose to 1 in 
4. In addition, aboriginal homes had a greater tendency to be 
overcrowded, lack indoor bathroom facilities, and have 
inefficient heating systems. 


The data further indicated that while the housing of 
off-reserve Indians was generally inferior to the reference 
population, it was superior to that accommodating those Indians 
living on reserves. 


Human Costs 


In 1981, status Indian children in care represented six per 
cent of children 16 years of age and under on reserves and 
Crown lands, while only one per cent of non-aboriginal children 
found themselves in the same situation. While data provided by 
INAC would seem to indicate that the number of children in care 
is declining, the figures continue to underline the 
difficulties experienced by aboriginal families generally. 

Such statistics bear witness to the human costs of a standard 
of living far below that enjoyed by most Canadians. 


For further information on this material, please contact: 
Public Enquiries 


Communications Branch 
(819) 997-0380 
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